Visa Denied

2.0 Free Travel and Free Trade: The US National

Interest

Executives and pleasure travelers have two choices in a post-9/11 world: they can let fear of terror
attacks dampen their desire to travel internationally in search of business and recreational
opportunities, or they can overcome irrational fears while being conscious that the world has

changed.

Governments also have two major choices regarding international travel: they can shut down or
slow visitor flow, citing process blockage by national security concerns, or they can facilitate
international travel under secure visa processing.

Business and tourism trends reveal that after a slight two-year slump, world travelers are eager to
seek cultural and commercial enrichment through international travel, particularly to the United
States. In 2005, non-immigrant (temporary) business and pleasure traveler admissions into the US
reached 32.0 million, slightly less than the 32.8 million entries during the year 2001.
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(Source: Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, Department of Homeland Security)

However, one region of the world remains largely shut out of the US. Executives and tourists
originating in Arab countries must run an opaque gauntlet of barriers to acquire or renew their US
entry visas. Arab non-immigrant entries, which peaked at 314,786 in the year 2001, are nowhere
near recovery. In 2005, non-immigrant entries from the 22-country Arab League reached only

176,416.
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Arab Non-Immigrant Admissions into the United States
(Source: Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, Department of Homeland Security)
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Denial of non-immigrant visas to travelers has become one of the most significant non-tariff trade
barriers between the US and Arab market. Visas can become a trade barrier, since trade barriers
include any government policy or regulation that restricts international trade. Traditional trade
barriers include import duties, import licenses, export licenses, quotas, tariffs, and subsidies.
However, as WTO membership and free trade agreements have increased other non-tariff barriers
can emerge as the dominant roadblocks to trade and economic development.

US visa restrictions are emerging as the major non-tariff barrier and can be even more restrictive
than traditional tariff barriers. Most trade tariff barriers work on the same principle: the imposition
of some sort of cost on trade that raises the price of the traded products. Restrictions on visitor
flow can be even more severe. If regional automobile distributors cannot travel to Michigan and
other key manufacturing states to strategize over new model launches and service strategies, the
distribution network begins to falter and crumble. Engineer and plant owner access to major
industrial machinery manufacturers in the US is also vital to the purchase process. Cutting this
link of repeat visits for research and vendor selection shuts the US out of a booming market.

Over the long term, the US visa trade barrier could lead to a more traditional trade war as Arab
states impose their own restrictions on US travelers or seek to retaliate on key exports with
traditional tariff-oriented restrictions of their own. Looming trade barriers could jeopardize
President George W. Bush’s vision of a free trade area covering the entire Middle East by 2013.
Currently, the US has signed bilateral free trade agreements with Bahrain, Jordan, Morocco, and
Oman. Serious negotiations are underway with Egypt, Kuwait, Qatar, and UAE. Under the Bush
vision, the FTA building blocks would ultimately create a united Middle East Free Trade Area
(MEFTA).

Trade barriers of any kind decrease overall economic efficiency. In a competitive global market,
countries erecting trade barriers are ultimately unable to leverage their comparative advantages.
While it can be legitimate to raise a barrier in the case of quantifiable health or national security
threats, a careful look at visa delays and denials reveals why the barrier is growing: inadequate
security review resources. In the absence of accurate opportunity cost data, some US
policymakers may believe that cutting visitor flow from the Arab market by half or more through
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inadequate security review resources is reasonable. However, when the true post-9/11 opportunity
costs are revealed, they are clearly too high.

Non-immigrant visa processing in the Arab market was once defined by incompetence and
outsourcing. An in-depth review of the non-immigrant visa application of 9/11 hijacker
Abdouliziz Alomari reveals that the application was not only incomplete, but contained five red
flags that should have led to rejection. If the US State Department officials based in Saudi Arabia
had followed processes and laws on the books for reviewing non-immigrant visa applications, at
least 15 of the 19 hijackers Al-Qaeda recruited from Saudi Arabia would have been denied visas.
This means that a critical mass of Al-Qaeda recruits wouldn’t have been able to enter the United
States to carry out the attacks on September 11, 2001, according to a thorough review of DS-156
applications conducted by four former US consular officials.’

In 2001, the US State Department not only failed to maintain minimal levels of quality
management over the visa application process, it was actively attempting to outsource most of the
process (including critical face-to-face interviews) to travel agencies through its new "Visa
Express" program.” US Embassy officials in Saudi Arabia began the Visa Express program in
June 2001 to reduce long lines of applicants while relieving consular officials of clerical overhead.
Visa Express relied on 10 designated travel agencies to review all applications for accuracy and
completeness. Travel agencies then forwarded the passports, applications, and fees to the US
consulate; most visas were issued within twenty hours with no face-to-face interview. Three of the
9/11 hijackers entered the U.S. through the security holes opened by the Visa Express program
and were never personally interviewed by a US consular officer.

1 Visas that Should Have Been Denied http://www.nationalreview.com/mowbray/mowbray100902.asp
2 Homeland Security Department to Oversee Visa Program, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A47861-2002Aug5.html
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Non-Immigrant Visa Application: Hijacker Abdulaziz Alomari
(Sources: US State Department, and the National Review)
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